Deficiencies in suppressor T cell activity seen in patients with active systemic lupus erythematosus are due to the dilution of normally functioning suppressor T cells by nonsuppressor T cells.
Concanavalin A (Con A)-activated T lymphocytes from patients with active, but not inactive, systemic lupus erythematosus (SLE) failed to express normal suppressor activity, regardless of the phenotype of CD4+ or CD8+. Con A-activated CD4+ or CD8+ T lymphocytes from the SLE patients and from normal controls were further separated into two populations, using the autologous erythrocyte rosette technique. One population very rich in cells capable of forming rosettes with autologous erythrocytes from the active patients showed the same degree of suppressor activity, as did that from normal controls; the CD4+ or CD8+ population poor in autorosetting cells derived from Con A-activated T lymphocytes from both the controls and patients did not express suppressor activity. Moreover, when autorosetting T cells from the active patients and nonrosetting cells from the same patients were mixed at a normal ratio (4:6), normal suppressor activity could be restored. It was notable that the frequency of autorosette-forming cells was markedly reduced in the Con A-activated T lymphocytes from the active, but not inactive, SLE patients, regardless of the phenotype of CD4+ or CD8+. These findings indicate the presence of a normally functioning suppressor T cell population in patients with active SLE. It seems that the lack of suppressor T cell function in patients with active SLE is due to the dilution of a few normal suppressor T cells by large numbers of nonsuppressor T lymphocytes.